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Gideon Reuveni
P ondering the future of the German-Jewish past is not a new concept. When struggling for their rights, many German Jews reflected on the past with growing dismay, envisioning a bright future for the period after emancipation. 
Before the First World War it was mainly Zionist thinkers who dominated the debates 
about the future of the Jews.1 Swayed by the conviction that there were no prospects for 
Jews in (mainly Eastern) Europe, they campaigned for a so-called national rebirth of 
the Jewish people in what was conceived as the place of Jewish origin—the Land 
of Israel. After the upheavals of the First World War and during the times of uncer-
tainty and rapid change that ensued, the need to discuss the future prospect of German 
Jewry seemed even more pressing. Between the end of the Great War and the rise of 
National Socialism in 1933, expectations of German Jews oscillated between, on the 
one hand, hopes for renewal and on the other hand, gloomy prophecies of disintegra-
tion. What is certain is that despite the upheavals and conflicting visions for the future, 
most German-speaking Jews could not imagine Germany without Jews.2 This applies 
all the more to the so-called Jewish “prophets of the past, ” the German-Jewish histo-
rians.3 Thus, for example, in the first issue of the revived Zeitschrift für die Geschichte 
der Juden in Deutschland in 1929, the historian Raphael Strauss (1887–1947) called 
for a review of German-Jewish historiography by acknowledging all aspects of Jewish 
history in Germany.4 His plan for a more comprehensive German-Jewish historiogra-
phy was based on the observation that scholarship in this field was divided between 
two main groups, each driven by different interests and methods of research. According 
to Strauss, the first group comprised Jewish scholars who were predominantly inter-
ested in intellectual study or Geistesgeschichte, while the other group comprised mainly 
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non-Jewish scholars dealing with social and economic aspects of Jewish life from the 
past. Strauss’s concept of a comprehensive German-Jewish historiography was thus 
designed to bring together different groups of scholars—Jews and non-Jews alike—
combining their diverse methods and research interests in order to create what Leopold 
Zunz (1794–1886) had referred to as an all-encompassing science of Judaism.5 This 
vision of interdisciplinary or “connecting” Jewish studies in Germany corresponded 
to the Jewish demand for recognition and the long-standing desire to belong to the 
majority non-Jewish society.
After the Holocaust, in the first volume of the newly founded Leo Baeck Institute 
Year Book (LBIY), Bernard Dov Weinryb (1905–1982) wrote his own vision of the 
prospects for German-Jewish history, confirming many of Strauss’s contentions.6 
While Weinryb accepted Strauss’s initial observation regarding the division of research 
between two groups of researchers, he attacked the narrow approach of both Jewish 
and non-Jewish scholars that focused predominantly on the question of the Jews’ place 
within their German host society. For Weinryb, the general tendency of German-Jewish 
historiography to overstress Jewish/non-Jewish relations had come to a close with 
the Second World War. “Today, ” he wrote, “the return to internal Jewish history and 
thus ‘to clear figures’ and ‘non-illusionistic’ pictures seems to be a logical result of 
the new situation.”7 Based on this observation, Weinryb moved away from Strauss’s 
notion of a comprehensive history and the ideal of “connecting” histories. Instead he 
proposed that German-Jewish history should deal with Jewish life in Germany within 
the confines of its own space or what he called “social field.” Shifting the center of grav-
ity of German-Jewish history back to the Jewish sphere was supposed to undermine the 
overemphasis on Jewish/non-Jewish relations and to separate research once and for all 
from the so-called “contribution” approach to German-Jewish relations, and for that 
matter from the “symbiosis” paradigm as well. Moreover, as opposed to the so-called 
Kleinarbeit (microhistory) approach to Jewish history of the period between the World 
Wars, Weinryb suggested placing German-Jewish history within “a large-scale synthetic 
narrative of Jewish history” that would underpin general trends and parallels in the 
history of the Jews in different places.8
More than a half a century after these programmatic outlines were designed, research 
on German-Jewish history has become a more diverse and sophisticated field of study 
than it was at the beginning of the twentieth century. The “contribution, ” as well as 
the “symbiosis” conceptualization of German-Jewish history are now matters of the 
past. A more carefully nuanced and refined approach to the interplay between Jews 
and other Germans dominates scholarship today. No doubt this revision is linked to 
the emergence of a new, so-called post-émigré generation of Jewish and non-Jewish 
scholars working in the field.9 Until very recently, the study of the German-Jewish 
past was still informed by the assumption that German-Jewish history came to a close 
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with the Holocaust. For most historians of the émigré generation, German-Jewish 
history was seen as similar to the history of Jews in Spain up to the expulsion in 1492. 
Recalling Simon Rawidowicz’s famous essay entitled: “Israel: The Ever-Dying People, ” 
first published in Hebrew at the onset of the greatest catastrophe in Jewish history, 
Michael Brenner reminds us in his contribution to this volume that there was “hardly a 
generation in the Diaspora that did not consider itself the final link in Israel’s chain.”10 
According to Brenner, Jewry has indulged so much in the fear of its end that its constant 
vision of the end has helped it to overcome every crisis, to emerge from every threat-
ening end as a living unit, though much wounded and reduced.
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union and German reunification, we were 
suddenly faced with a different reality in which the Jewish community in Germany 
became the fastest growing in Europe. To what extent the reinstating of Jewish life 
in Germany can serve as a connecting link between the present and the past of the 
German-Jewish experience is a question that scholars have begun to ponder in recent 
years. At the beginning of the new millennium, two special issues of the Leo Baeck 
Institute Year Book were dedicated to this subject and to other questions about the future 
prospects of German-Jewish studies.11 Both collections underpin the importance of 
continuity in German-Jewish history, suggesting a reading of the German-Jewish expe-
rience as a constant interplay between destruction and reconstruction of community.12
While previous collections focused on historiography, mainly targeting an exclusive 
audience of professional scholars, this volume is more ambitious in its scope and stim-
ulating in its approach. It gives voice to a diverse group of people from differing back-
grounds who have an interest in the past and future of the German-Jewish experience 
as a field of study. Moreover, since the publication of the last Leo Baeck Institute Year 
Book collection in 2009, social and political realities have shifted dramatically and we 
seem, yet again, to have arrived at the stage when we are compelled to look back and 
reexamine the German-Jewish past. I would like to mention a few developments that 
have prompted this revision.
In the United States under Trump, and in the United Kingdom since the unfortu-
nate vote to leave the European Union, a growing number of Jews are seeking to reclaim 
their parents’ or grandparents’ German identities. For some, acquiring German or 
Austrian citizenship is a symbolic act of reclaiming a bit of the humanity that was stolen 
from their families by the Nazis, as for example in the case of Nicola Glucksmann in this 
volume. Despite the longing to redress the past, Glucksmann conveys in her personal 
reflections the ambivalence that seems to define her experience of the German-Jewish 
legacy of her family. Yet for most British and American Jews, it is mainly anxiety about 
the growing xenophobic and antisemitic sentiments in their home countries as well 
as the opportunities the European Union offers, particularly to younger people, that 
prompts them to apply for German or Austrian passports. The precarious situation 
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in Israel has encouraged many Israeli Jews to become German or Austrian nation-
als and, after the expansion of the European Union in Eastern Europe, an increasing 
number of Israelis have started reclaiming Polish, Hungarian, Romanian, and other 
passports of the new European Union member states. It is indeed ironic that German 
and Austrian citizenships provide an “exit” or a “backup plan” for Jews living in coun-
tries that originally provided a safe haven when fleeing from Nazi Germany. It seems 
that the German state is encouraging this proclivity. Pondering the question of Jewish 
migration in postunification Germany, Hannah C. Tzuberi notes in her contribution 
that since Germany’s readmission into the circle of “civilized states” involved a commit-
ment to overcome the past, the “return of Jews” was thought to provide evidence of 
just that. Nationalizing descendants of German-Jewish refugees and the lenient, if not 
welcoming policy toward Jewish migration from the former Soviet Union, Israel, and 
the United States appears to intertwine with a nation-building project that renders 
Jews, present and absent, an inherent part of a collective German identity.
Germany’s acceptance of its direct responsibility for the Holocaust has strengthened 
its friendship with Israel and has led to a deep commitment to combat antisemitism 
and rebuild Jewish life in Germany. This effort has also included substantial invest-
ment in Jewish studies, making Germany and Austria important places for (academic) 
Jewish learning. As we approach the time when there will be no firsthand experience 
of the horrors of the Holocaust, there is great concern about what will happen when 
that sense of responsibility turns into history. One possible prospect is that the taboo 
against open antisemitism will be lifted as collective memory fades. There are alarm-
ing signs in the rise of the Far Right, which includes blatantly antisemitic elements 
already visible in public discourse. The attack on the synagogue in the East German 
city of Halle on October 9, 2019 marked a significant escalation in right-wing violence 
against Jews in Germany. The Covid-19 pandemic has  been seized by the Far Right, 
who have been prominent in demonstrations of the so-called Querdenken 711 (lateral 
thinking) movement, directed against government measures attempting to combat the 
disease. But it is mainly the radicalization of the otherwise moderate Muslim popu-
lation that seems to make German and other European societies less tolerant and less 
inhibited about articulating antisemitic attitudes.13
This volume deals with the formidable challenges created by these developments. It 
is conceptualized to offer a variety of perspectives and views on the topic, and authors 
were encouraged to develop their own approach to the question about the future of 
the German-Jewish past. The thread that seems to align this somewhat eclectic miscel-
lany of texts is the recognition of the intrinsic value of the German-Jewish past and the 
importance of studying it for the future. Revisiting and carrying forward the discussions 
about the future of the German-Jewish past is not merely a theoretical matter, but also a 
practical one. It calls for a reevaluation of how the history of Jews in German-speaking 
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lands should be studied in an age in which interest in this history is radically chang-
ing, if not dwindling. Frank Mecklenburg reminds us in his contribution that while 
in the past the Yekkes ( Jews of German-speaking origin) dominated German-Jewish 
studies both as scholars and the recipients of its products, very few first-generation 
Yekkes now remain to attend lectures and events on German-Jewish topics or to read 
the many publications that this field of study still yields.
Today we are faced with the challenge of engaging younger audiences who come 
from diverse backgrounds and whose interest in the topic predominantly derives from 
the “relevance approach” to the German-Jewish experience. Even in Germany, the 
German-Jewish community shows no particular interest in this history, and the study 
of the German-Jewish past is dominated by non-Jewish scholars and is part of German 
identity politics. The predisposition to engage with Judaism without Jews is best repre-
sented in an institution like the Jewish Museum Berlin. For Alan Posener, the Jewish 
Museum Berlin epitomizes the high point of German-Jewish reconciliation efforts and 
German philosemitism.14 The museum has portrayed Jews just like ordinary Germans, 
providing information about the contributions of individual Jews, but does not say 
much about what constitutes Jewish difference in the German context. According to 
Posener, this approach has made the Jewish Museum Berlin less Jewish and more of a 
Museum of Tolerance. Even after the opening of the museum’s new permanent exhi-
bition in August 2020, Posener did not change this view.15
Michal Friedlander’s chapter provides unique—insider—insights on the challenges 
and constraints the Jewish Museum Berlin team of curators encountered while prepar-
ing the museum’s new permanent exhibition. According to Friedlander, the new exhi-
bition aims to redress the previously imbalanced approach to the German-Jewish past. 
We learn that the new exhibition is committed to demonstrating the entangled histo-
ries of Jews and other Germans, but that it is supposed to be much more “Jewish” than 
the former exhibition. Friedlander valiantly questions what precisely that involves and 
how the Jewish Museum Berlin defines what is Jewish. This created a challenge for the 
primarily non-Jewish museum team.
While representing the German-Jewish past as a paragon of integration and accul-
turation is part of an ongoing effort to forge a German identity based on inclusion 
and multiculturalism, from a Jewish perspective the image of the alleged assimila-
tionist German Jew has also yielded somewhat peculiar, if not disturbing, conse-
quences. Discussing the question of Jewish conversion in postwar Germany, Sandra 
Anusiewicz-Baer, in her chapter, shows how internalizing this image of a non-Jewish 
German Jew has created an inferiority complex among Jews living in Germany today. 
She claims that the Jewish leadership in Germany seems to take a back seat in all ques-
tions about Judaism, delegating decision-making powers over identity issues, such as 
conversion, to Orthodox rabbis from outside Germany. In Israel too, Orthodox Judaism 
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calls the shots in all matters Jewish, including the politically fraught question of who 
is a Jew according to Israeli law. According to Moshe Zimmermann, the consolida-
tion of Orthodox Judaism as a leading force in Israeli politics and, as a result, the trans-
formation of Israel into what he sees as an illiberal democracy is best encapsulated 
by the country’s official reading of Jewish history. In Israel, Zimmermann explains, 
the German Jew is seen as the embodiment of the liberal/intellectual/peace-seeking/
upper-middle-class Ashkenazi (European) Jew who ended up in the country only as 
a result of the collapse of the German-Jewish assimilationist model. As a result, in 
Israel’s search for a usable past, there is no place, at least not a constructive one, for 
German-Jewish history. Looking at German-Jewish writers, the Israeli scholar Galili 
Shahar reaches a similarly gloomy conclusion in his chapter. According to Shahar, the 
German-Jewish author is neither “Western” nor “Eastern, ” but rather an in-betweener 
who experiences permanent self-estrangement. What future, Shahar asks, can be imag-
ined based on such distorted experiences of the past?
Two other essays deal with what this volume calls the “German-Israeli complex.” 
Hannah C. Tzuberi’s chapter, which I briefly alluded to earlier, explores the place Jews 
have in the construction of German identity, while Dani Kranz discusses the convo-
luted feelings of attraction and repulsion toward Germany among Israeli Jews living 
there. She notes that while most Israeli migrants to Germany had an affiliation to 
Germany and Europe transmitted to them from their families, their reasons for leav-
ing Israel vary. According to Kranz, Israelis in Germany cannot escape the past and, 
for many of them, coming to Germany is a way of coming to terms with the “memory 
luggage” they accumulated while growing up in Israel.
The interplay between the personal, the historical, and memory is the main thread 
that connects the essays in the first section of the book. Both Glucksmann and Posener 
write as descendants of German-Jewish refugees. Trauma, loss, and ambivalence 
about any form of belonging is omnipresent in their reflections on the future of the 
German-Jewish experience. As we learn from Sheer Ganor’s chapter, such reactions are 
not untypical among families of German-speaking Jews. Ganor observes that if parents 
succeeded in instilling German-Jewishness within their children, it was in the form of 
a remembered and constructed heritage, not as a lived reality. A striking manifestation 
of this shift, from living experience (in Central Europe) to remembered history (in 
exile), is the fact that nowadays the most comprehensive collections and archives deal-
ing with the German-Jewish past are located outside German-speaking countries. One 
of the places that holds such an archive is the Centre for German-Jewish Studies at the 
University of Sussex. Since its foundation in the mid-1990s, the center has acquired 
archival family papers from people who came as refugees from Nazi persecution to 
the United Kingdom. Although the life trajectory of these families is similar, each of 
their stories is unique, relating in different ways the dramatic passage of integration, 
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expulsion, and new beginnings in their place of sanctuary. The papers these families 
kept illustrate and confirm what we know about the past, but sometimes they also 
question prevailing historical narrative.16
Forced to flee Germany after National Socialism assumed power, German-speaking 
Jews were scattered around the globe, creating a distinct diaspora group that, at least 
initially, struggled to maintain a distinctive German-Jewish identity. One such story is 
that of a German Jew named Fritz Pinkuss, as discussed in Björn Siegel’s essay. Leaving 
Germany in 1936, Pinkuss became the chief rabbi of the Congregação Israelita Paulista, 
São Paulo where he proceeded to implement ideas and traditions in his work from 
Germany. Pinkuss was also involved in ongoing efforts to promote German-Jewish 
reconciliation, for which he received the highest honors from the Federal Republic 
of Germany. Yet, despite his strong ties with Germany, similarly to the majority of 
German-speaking Jews, Pinkuss remained in Brazil, choosing not to return to the place 
he formerly considered his homeland.17
Taking into account the dispersion of German Jews raises challenging questions 
about the nature and future of German-Jewishness in the diaspora. From a historio-
graphical perspective, looking at German Jews as a diaspora group implies that beyond 
the so-called “connecting approach”—which calls for research to put more empha-
sis on similarity and interconnectedness instead of focusing on difference and sepa-
ration—and the “contribution approach” that celebrates the involvement of German 
Jews in the cultural life of their host countries, as well as the more recent “continu-
ity approach” that focuses on postwar Jewish life in Germany and Austria, what we 
may define as the “relevance approach” of the German-Jewish experience is becom-
ing more predominant. Thus, for example, Mathias Berek discusses in this volume the 
German-Jewish philosopher Moritz Lazarus’s (1824–1903) notion of a “thin blanket 
of culture” that protects European society from the destructive forces that threaten 
modern civilization. According to Berek, lessons from the German-Jewish past might 
add important patches to this fragile covering blanket. A different manifestation of the 
“relevance approach” can be found in Guy Miron’s chapter. The rich German-Jewish 
historiography, Miron argues, should serve as a source of inspiration for the explora-
tion of other hyphenated Jewish experiences, especially in Muslim countries. According 
to him, deploying the all too familiar German-Jewish concepts such as “assimilation, ” 
“acculturation, ” and perhaps even “co-constitutionality” in research on Jews living in 
the Middle East may free this historiography from the simplistic Arab-Jewish dichot-
omy and help to develop more subtle models to interpret the process of Jewish inte-
gration and acculturation in Islamic societies.
Although exclusion and anti-Jewish sentiments feature in many of the contributions 
to this book, only two essays address antisemitism as their main topic. Lisa Silverman 
looks at the concept of Jewish difference as a conceptual framework that might explain 
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the persistence of antisemitism. She writes that while the view that Jews played a major 
role in the creation of culture in modern Central Europe is far from new, research has 
only recently begun an in-depth probe of the role that the socially constructed cate-
gory of the “Jew” played beyond prejudices and antisemitism. As a result, Silverman 
argues, the study of the Jewish past is still biased, to a large degree, in favor of the 
constructed Jew as a figment of the antisemitic imagination, displacing responsibil-
ity for the consequences of focusing solely on antisemitism. It is interesting to juxta-
pose Silverman’s reflections with Klaus Hödl’s call to overcome the binary view of the 
interplay between the “Jewish” and “non-Jewish, ” so ingrained in Jewish historiog-
raphy. Without undermining the notion of difference, Hödl proposes that research 
should put more emphasis on entanglement, rather than simply focus on dissimilarity.
It feels very much as though research on antisemitism is at an impasse and, despite 
all efforts to understand anti-Jewish sentiment, time and again we seem to be caught 
off guard in the face of antisemitic attacks, dubbing them “new antisemitism.”18 In his 
chapter, Anthony D. Kauders offers a fresh impulse to research on antisemitism based 
on psychological theories that, as he notes, have always informed the study of antisem-
itism. Kauders suggests that revisiting the psychology of Jew-hatred and the search for 
alternative (social) psychological models will allow a better understanding of antisem-
itism as a social phenomenon.
Several other chapters explore new prospects for the study of the German-Jewish 
past. Liliane Weissberg reflects on the relationship between genre and authorship in 
the context of the German newspaper feuilleton. She notes that while the paper’s news 
section looked to the past and reported about what had already happened, feuilleton arti-
cles aimed to describe the present situation and look forward, thus comprising a fertile 
source for the study of future expectations of German Jews. In his chapter, Joachim 
Schlör highlights the significance of material culture in our quest to preserve and explore 
German-Jewish culture, both in Germany and in the diaspora. Schlör observes that 
talking and writing about “belongings, ” owned and then lost, became a means of reasser-
tion for surviving family members and friends, enabling exiles to grapple with questions 
of belonging. And finally, according to Kerry Wallach, the future of the German-Jewish 
past is digital. By 2024, she asserts, college courses will serve primarily post-Millennial 
students, a new generation born after the year 2000. Often referred to as “Generation Z, ” 
these young people are “digital natives, ” and the way they communicate and consume 
information will influence the ways in which scholars, institutions, and cultural produc-
ers choose to present their work. Wallach presents some stimulating ideas on how the 
study of the German-Jewish past will have to change in order to survive in the digital age.
The twenty chapters in this book do not comprise a single narrative, nor offer a road-
map to the future of German-Jewishness. They invite readers to ponder the polysemy 
of this history and to reflect on the nature of the relationship between the “German” 
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and the “Jewish.” It becomes apparent that the construction of the “German-Jewish” 
juncture is in constant flux and means different things to different people depending 
upon time and place. On a very basic level, most of us associate German-Jewishness 
with Jews living in or originating from German-speaking countries. I would suggest that 
we should expand this somewhat narrow view of the concept of German-Jewishness 
based on the idea of origin, and develop a more inclusive approach driven by the 
notion of experience.19
National Socialism and the Holocaust rendered Germany a particular place in 
modern Jewish memory and self-understanding. But this is not a mere abstract matter 
allied to Jewish identity politics: Germany played a decisive role in the reconstruction of 
Jewish life after the Holocaust. On September 10, 1952, the State of Israel and the Federal 
Republic of Germany signed a reparations settlement, also known as the Luxembourg 
Agreement, according to which West Germany was to pay Israel the costs for “the heavy 
burden of resettling so great a number of uprooted and destitute Jewish refugees from 
Germany and from territories formerly under German rule.”20 For the young Israeli 
state facing major existential challenges, the three billion marks (worth approximately 
7.5 billion dollars in 2020) West Germany agreed to pay Israel as “global recompense 
for the cost of the integration . . . of [ Jewish] refugees” constituted a Marshall Plan that 
boosted Israel’s struggling economy. Since most of this aid was given in the form of 
German goods and investments in infrastructure that also utilized German know-how, 
one palpable outcome of the Luxembourg Agreement was the entanglement of the devel-
oping Israeli economy with the growing German industry in ensuing years.21
The agreement between Germany and Israel also acknowledged the right of 
Holocaust survivors to claim personal compensation for deprivation of liberty and 
losses of livelihood and property resulting from Nazi persecution. The majority of these 
survivors were not of German origin and compensation claims came from all over the 
world. In German archives there are around five million such claims that were made 
from the beginning of the 1950s, and the process is still ongoing. The claims contain 
testimonies as well as supporting evidence of all kinds, providing ample information 
on Jewish life before, during and after the Holocaust. Not only European Jews, but also 
North African Jews who lived under Nazi occupation made claims for personal indem-
nification, most of which were initially rejected by the German authorities.22 During 
the first wave of personal compensation claims made in the 1950s and 1960s applica-
tions were submitted in German and German Jews—lawyers, notaries, physicians, and 
translators—played decisive roles as mediators between non-German-speaking survi-
vors and the German authorities. The German state registered all claimants and those 
who were successful in getting reparations became part of the German welfare system.23 
Most of them had to remain in regular contact with German officials for the rest of 
their lives, reporting to the German authorities about changing personal and family 
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circumstances. This collection of documents comprises one of the most comprehen-
sive, still untapped, Holocaust-related archives. While scholars have studied the politi-
cal, legal, and economic implications of the reparation agreement, primarily depicting 
it as a successful reconciliation model, research has only recently started to appreci-
ate the full bearing of personal indemnification on survivors and their families.24 This 
shift toward the personal experience of reparation also divulges the omnipresence of 
Germany, German bureaucracy, and the German language in the lives of Holocaust 
survivors and their families. In other words, the scope and range of the German-Jewish 
experience is much broader than so far presumed.
The inexhaustible richness of the German-Jewish interrelationship explains its 
attractiveness for scholars, students, and the public. While this book has done scarcely 
more than set out some preliminary markers for future thinking, it comprises a center-
piece of the anniversary celebrations of the Centre for German-Jewish Studies at the 
University of Sussex. When the center was first set up in the mid-1990s, German-Jewish 
studies hardly featured at British universities, even though Britain, in proportion to 
its size, had received more refugees from Nazi Germany than any other country. In 
those early days, Edward Timms, the founding director of the center, recalled: “To 
insist on the centrality of Exile and Holocaust studies has been regarded as bad form 
in certain circles.”25 In November 2018 Edward Timms died and we dedicate this book 
to his memory. Since the center’s inception it has benefited from the financial support 
of a number of German-Jewish refugees who were keen to ensure that the legacy of 
their parents’ and grandparents’ achievements in what they regarded as the period of 
German-Jewish “symbiosis” were not overlooked or forgotten. Thanks to them, the 
center has grown from strength to strength, actively contributing to scholarship on 
the unique history of German-speaking Jews and engaging audiences from beyond the 
ivory towers of academia in its diverse activities. The Centre for German-Jewish Studies 
is currently going through a period of transformation and growth, and together with 
fellow scholars and Friends of the Centre, we look forward to addressing changes in 
contemporary culture, politics, and society while continuing to pose new questions 
about the German-Jewish past in the years to come.
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